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Abstract 
 
 The following paper reports on a component of a study conducted to survey burnout and 
coping among employment service case managers in the Australian state of Queensland. The 
current paper reports the coping strategies used by employment service case managers, in an 
attempt to ascertain the role of coping in burnout and to identify strategies that could be 
beneficial in reducing burnout levels in this population. Significant gender differences in 
coping styles were found and an association between burnout and Escape-Avoidance 
behavior was identified for both female and male respondents. Implications for programs for 
employment service case managers are discussed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Burnout 
 Burnout traditionally has been defined as a syndrome of physical, emotional and cognitive 
exhaustion that develops from sustained interaction in situations that are emotionally 
demanding (Maslach, Jackson & Leiter, 1996). Prolific empirical and theoretical attention has 
converged on specific markers for the syndrome as feelings of emotional exhaustion or 
overextension, depersonalisation and a reduced sense of personal accomplishment (e.g., 
Goddard & Patton, 1998; Maslach et al., 1996).  
 While recent attempts have been made to extend definitions of burnout to occupations 
characterised by little or no contact with others (e.g., Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & 
Schaufeli, 2001), to capture the impact of one's relationship with work, rather than 
relationships at work (Maslach et al., 1996), research involving human service occupations 
continues to dominate the literature. Service occupations are considered particularly 
vulnerable given their orientation towards people and helping (Burke, Greenglass & 
Schwarzer, 1996; Goddard, Patton & Creed, 2001; Maslach et al., 1996; Moore & Cooper, 
1996; Thomsen, Soares, Nolan, Dallender, & Arnetz, 1999), where the skills of employees 
themselves become the technology (Burke et al., 1996). Human service professionals 
commonly share close emotional proximity with clients in an attempt to manage or alleviate 
personal issues (Burke et al., 1996; Etzion & Pines, 1986; Maslach & Jackson, 1986), which 
can be both emotionally arousing and demanding for employees (Maslach et al., 1996; Moore 
& Cooper, 1996). Additional challenges for human service employees include the existence 
of often unrealistic expectations (Shinn et al., 1984; Um & Harrison, 1998) including, for 
example, the attainment of client change in the absence of client cooperation and/or in 
unrealistically short time frames. Furthermore, as employees, human service professionals are 
also expected to maintain robust interpersonal relationships with their co-workers (Maslach et 
al., 1996).  
 The consequences of such work demands in a significant proportion of human service 
workers has been reported to be an increasingly negative attitude towards client concerns, 
depletion of emotional resources and dissatisfaction with oneself both personally and 
professionally (Maslach & Jackson, 1986). Research on the well-being of human service 
professionals to date provides overwhelming evidence for this conclusion, citing significant 
levels of burnout among teachers (Burke et al., 1996; Greenglass, Burke, & Ondrack, 1990), 
social workers and counselors (Burke et al., 1996), psychologists (Kramen-Kahn & Hansen, 
1998), residential carers (Shaddock, Hill & van Limbeek, 1998), nurses (Leiter & Maslach, 
1988; Thomsen et al., 1999), and psychiatrists (Thomsen et al., 1999). Levels have also been 
found to exceed that of employees in other occupational groups, including administration 
(Burke et al., 1996).  
Burnout in Employment Service Case Managers 
 Studies of Australian employment service case managers have recently extended findings 
of burnout in human service professionals to those who counsel the unemployed. 
Respondents in a study by Patton and Goddard (2003) reported high levels of emotional 
exhaustion. Low levels of personal accomplishment and a marginal trend towards greater 
emotional exhaustion were also noted amongst administrative service officers within the now 
defunct Commonwealth Employment Service, a federal agency which coordinated and 
supported the efforts of job-seekers in Australia (Goddard & Patton, 1998). This finding was 
particularly evident among employees serving a case management function, compared to 
those that worked directly with, but were not responsible for, unemployed clients (Goddard & 
Patton). The general health and well-being of employment service case managers has also 
been found to be poor (Patton & Goddard, 2003), particularly in comparison to employees in 
  
other roles, at levels which approximate the general health of unemployed individuals 
(Goddard et al., 2001). This research comprises some of the first evidence of burnout in 
employees who work with the unemployed (Goddard & Patton), despite calls for greater 
investigation into this occupational area almost two decades ago (Kelvin & Jarrett, 1985). 
Gender Differences in Burnout  
 Numerous studies have reported greater burnout (Etzion & Pines, 1986; Griffith et al., 
1999), stress (Ptacek et al., 1992) and work exhaustion in women (Thomsen et al., 1999), 
who are generally also noted to be of poorer health (Jick & Mitz, 1985; Ptacek et al., 1992). 
Specifically, higher rates of physical illness (with the exception of coronary disease), mental 
illness such as depression, feelings of fatigue and a stronger relationship between stress and 
illness is cited in women than in men (Jick & Mitz, 1985). However, the literature is replete 
with inconsistencies (Moore & Cooper, 1996) indicating no gender differences in burnout 
(Goddard & Patton, 1998; Greenglass et al., 1990; O'Driscoll & Schubert, 1988; Shaddock et 
al., 1998) and greater burnout in men (Burke et al., 1996; Long & Gessaroli, 1989). Other 
research challenges the impact of gender on burnout, finding it to be only a marginal 
predictor of burnout behind work load and self-esteem (Thomsen et al., 1999). 
 
Gender and Coping  
 Gender differences are noted as the most consistent finding in relation to coping strategies 
used (Frydenberg &  Lewis, 1993; Hobfoll et al., 1994; Ptacek et al., 1992). These 
differences remain where the types of stressors experienced and cognitive appraisal of these 
are controlled (Ptacek et al., 1994). Men have been shown to employ more problem-focused 
methods aimed directly at the stressor (Ptacek et al., 1992; Skues & Kirby, 1995), while 
women generally favour emotion-focused coping to regulate the corresponding emotional 
response (Ptacek et al., 1992). More specifically, female employees demonstrate a greater 
propensity to seek support from others (Etzion & Pines, 1984; Greenglass et al., 1990; Ptacek 
et al., 1992, 1994; Shinn et al., 1984; Skues & Kirby, 1995), approaching others more 
frequently and at greater intensity than men, who are thought to avoid such techniques 
(Greenglass et al., 1990).  
 
Personality and Coping 
 Personal attributes and characteristics are commonly implicated in burnout and coping 
(Hobfoll et al., 1994). In particular, the personality trait neuroticism, described by Watson 
and Clark (1984) as a pervasive “disposition to experience negative emotional states” (p. 465) 
has been repeatedly identified as a potential source of bias in symptom reporting on self-
report surveys of well-being (Costa & McCrae, 1987; McCrae, 1990; Moyle, 1995), stress 
(Brief, Burke, George, Robinson & Webster, 1988) and burnout (Piedmont, 1993). Other 
authors have emphasised the influence of neuroticism on the experience of burnout (McCrae, 
1990; Moyle, 1995), rather than merely on self-report as a methodological nuisance (Brief et 
al., 1988). Individuals high in neurotic traits have been noted to perceive and interpret 
stressors more negatively and to subsequently display higher burnout than those low on the 
trait (Iverson, Olekalns & Erwin, 1998). Negative affect is also thought to moderate the 
impact of stressors via inclinations to seek social support (Moyle, 1995), with high levels of 
negative affect found to predict low levels of social support (Iverson et al., 1998). 
Associations between neuroticism and a number of coping strategies have also been cited 
across a range of employment areas (Fogarty et al., 1996). The influence of personality on 
coping and burnout must therefore be considered.  
 
Rationale for the Research 
 Impetus for the current research thus stems from inconsistencies in the literature regarding 
  
gender preferences for and subsequent use of coping strategies. An apparent ineffectiveness 
of particular coping strategies in reducing emotional distress and/or stressors (Long & 
Gessaroli, 1989) provides further rationale for investigation. Information on the coping 
strategies most effective in relation to specific individual factors will better inform 
interventions (Goddard et al., 2001; Maslach & Goldberg, 1998; Skues & Kirkby, 1995), 
particularly if coping strategies previously advocated are not effective (Kaufmann & Beehr, 
1986; Ptacek et al., 1992), in the face of continued stressors in the workplace (Shinn et al., 
1984). 
 Well-established costs of burnout at an individual and organizations level provide further 
incentive for investigation into this area (Shinn et al., 1984). For employees, these may 
include ill health and well-being (Goddard & Patton, 1998), psychological distress and 
dysfunction (Burke et al., 1996; Griffith et al., 1999; Maslach & Jackson, 1986), insomnia, 
fatigue, increased drug and alcohol use, marital and family problems (Maslach & Jackson, 
1986), negative perceptions of and attitudes towards work and decreased job satisfaction 
(Greenglass et al., 1990; Maslach & Jackson, 1986). This in turn leads to increased turnover 
(Etzion & Pines, 1986), absenteeism (Maslach & Jackson, 1986), premature retirement 
(Burke et al., 1996) and lower job morale (Maslach & Jackson).  
The present study  
 An examination of coping and burnout in employment service case managers is 
particularly germane given recent evidence of significant burnout in this population and 
increased pressure on staff to meet the support needs of significant rates of unemployment in 
Australia (Patton & Goddard, 2003). Female workers outnumber male workers within the 
Australian employment services industry by a ratio of two to one and the work environment 
is characterised by rapid change driven by the regular introduction of government initiatives 
to improve service delivery efficiencies and reduce the overall cost of unemployment to the 
Australian government. The present study therefore will investigate whether there are in fact 
gender differences in the coping styles reported by employment service case managers. Based 
on the evidence of other occupational groups cited previously, female case managers as a 
group may be expected to report using social support as a coping activity significantly more 
frequently than male case managers, however this question has not been investigated 
elsewhere. Given the identified links between neuroticism and burnout, if a gender difference 
is found, the present investigation is interested in whether this gender difference remains 
evident after controlling for the effect of the personality trait neuroticism.  
 Finally the present study will seek to identify coping styles that are positively and 
negatively correlated with burnout. In particular the present study is interested in whether the 
use of the Escape-Avoidance coping style will be positively correlated with burnout, and if 
so, whether this correlation will remain significant after accounting for the effect of 
neuroticism. 
 
 
Method 
Participants 
 All participants were employees of employment service organizations in one Australian 
state. Their role was to provide employment assistance to individuals who had been 
unemployed for 12 months or longer. Each organization was, at the time the survey was 
conducted, officially recognized as being a member of the Australian Job Network, the 
national employment service. A total of 152 case managers from 18 different Job Network 
organizations situated throughout one Australian state took part in the present study of case 
manager well-being, burnout and coping by completing and anonymously returning the 
  
survey instruments described below. Participation was voluntary. A previous report has 
presented general data on well-being and burnout levels (Patton & Goddard, 2003). 
 
Instruments 
Burnout. Burnout was measured by using the Human Services Survey version of the 
Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI: Maslach et al., 1996). This is a 22 item self-report 
instrument described in the literature as “the most widely used operationalization of burnout” 
(Lee & Ashforth, 1996, p. 124).  The MBI consists of three subscales: Emotional Exhaustion 
(EE: sample item, “I feel emotionally drained from my work”), Depersonalisation (DP: “I 
feel I treat some of my clients as if they were impersonal objects”), and Personal 
Accomplishment (PA: “I feel I am positively influencing other people’s lives through my 
work”). Participants responded on a seven-point frequency rating scale, ranging from “never” 
(0) to “every day” (6). High scores on the EE and DP subscales and low scores on the PA 
subscale are characteristic of burnout. Alpha coefficients published in the technical manual 
were .90 for EE, .79 for DP, and .71 for PA (Maslach et al., 1996). In the present study, the 
corresponding reliability coefficients were .93 for EE, .83 for DP, and .82 for PA. 
Coping. Coping was measured by administering the Ways of Coping Questionnaire 
(WAYS: Folkman & Lazarus, 1988), a 66-item self-report survey typically used to 
investigate human coping in a specific environment. Respondents are asked to be mindful of 
the most stressful situation that they have experienced in the past week and to rate their 
responses in this situation in comparison to different coping strategies along a four point 
likert scale ranging from “0 = does not apply or not used” to “3 = used a great deal”. The 
WAYS consists of 8 subscales: Confrontive Coping (sample item, “ I expressed anger to the 
person(s) who caused the problem”), Distancing (sample item, “Tried to forget the whole 
thing”), Self-Controlling (sample item, “I tried not to act too hastily”), Seeking Social 
Support (sample item, “I asked a relative or friend I respected for advice”), Accepting 
Responsibility (sample item, “Realized I brought the problem on myself”), Escape-
Avoidance (sample item, “Hoped a miracle would happen”), Planful Problem Solving 
(sample item, “ I made a plan of action and followed it”), Positive Reappraisal (sample item, 
“ I changed something about myself”). Raw subscale scores provide a summary of the coping 
effort used for each type of coping used in the particular situation being considered. Alpha 
coefficients published in the technical manual ranged from .61 for Distancing to .79 for 
Positive Reappraisal. In the present study, alpha coefficients ranged from .52 for Distancing 
to .80 for Positive Reappraisal. Alpha coefficients for both Seeking Social Support and 
Escape-Avoidance were .75.  
 Neuroticism. This personality dimension was measured by administering the 12-item 
neuroticism subscale of the short version of the revised Eysenck Personality Questionnaire 
(EPQ-R/s; Eysenck & Eysenck, 1991). The EPQ-R/s requires respondents to make yes/no 
decisions on items describing behaviors or responses typical of each dimension. A sample 
item from the neuroticism subscale is, “Are your feelings easily hurt?” The technical manual 
reports reliability coefficients for this subscale as .88 for males and .85 for females (Eysenck 
& Eysenck, 1991). In the present study, the reliability coefficients for the Neuroticism scale 
were .78 for males and .81 for females. 
 In addition to the above instruments, respondents were asked a series of questions 
investigating various demographic and work related parameters.  
 
Procedure 
 All 25 Job Network organizations employing case managers in Queensland were 
approached at their highest level of state management to request permission for staff to be 
given the opportunity to participate voluntarily and anonymously in the present study. Only 
  
two Job Network members refused to permit their case managers to participate in the survey 
and case managers from these two organizations were not approached. After gaining 
management approval in this way, individual case managers were sent the survey instruments 
described above and asked to complete and return the surveys to the researchers at their 
earliest convenience. Each case manager was provided with an envelope so that their survey 
responses could be mailed directly to the researchers.  
Results 
Demographics and workload summary  
 One hundred and fifty-two case managers from 18 different Job Network organizations 
returned surveys and satisfied the criterion that their principal occupation was undertaking 
case manager duties with unemployed individuals. Based on contact with participating 
organizations during the course of the investigation, an estimate of the total case manager 
population in the state was put at 460. Therefore, the response rate is thought to represent 
approximately one third of all Job Network case managers working at the time the survey was 
conducted. One respondent failed to identify their gender and six respondents failed to make 
responses on either the MBI or the WAYS, therefore seven respondents were discarded from 
the subsequent analyses.  
 Case managers remaining in the present study had an average age of 39 years (SD = 
10.36),  an average caseload of 110 clients (SD = 54.47), and had been employed for 
approximately 28.7 months (SD = 28.39) as case managers. Sixty-six percent (n = 95) of the 
case managers surveyed were female, a percentage that reflects the gender proportions 
typically found in this industry. 
Gender differences 
 To investigate gender differences in the coping styles reported by employment service 
case managers and whether these differences are influenced by neuroticism, two 2 x 1 
between-subjects multivariate analyses of variance were performed. In the first analysis, 
WAYS subscale scores describing the eight coping styles being investigated acted as 
dependent variables, and gender acted as the independent variable. This analysis was then 
repeated whilst controlling for Neuroticism. 
 In the first analysis a significant multivariate effect was identified, F(8, 131) = 2.02, p < 
.05. Subsequent univariate analyses of variance investigating between-subject effects 
indicated significant main effects for gender for only one of the eight coping styles. Female 
case managers reported seeking significantly more social support than the male case 
managers involved in the present study, F(1, 138) = 6.99, p < .01. Summary data describing 
tests of between-subject effects are presented in Table 1. When the analysis was repeated 
with Neuroticism entered as a covariate, a significant multivariate effect was again found, 
F(8, 130) = 2.22, p < .05. Again post-hoc analyses indicated that female case managers had 
reported seeking significantly more social support than male case managers, F(1, 137) = 5.56, 
p < .05.  
Coping and Burnout 
 To investigate whether particular coping styles are associated with high levels of burnout 
and whether these associations are influenced by gender, Pearson product-moment 
correlations between the three MBI subscale scores and the eight WAYS subscale scores 
describing coping were calculated for both male and female case managers. Zero order 
correlations are presented in Table 2. For both male and female case managers, reported use 
of the Escape-Avoidance coping style was significantly and meaningfully (r > .30) correlated 
with both Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalization, two core dimensions of burnout. 
Additionally, for male case managers, the use of Planful Problem Solving was significantly 
and meaningfully correlated with Personal Accomplishment. Interestingly, only for female 
case managers was Seeking Social Support significantly and positively correlated to 
  
Emotional Exhaustion. 
Discussion 
 The present study demonstrated significant gender differences in the coping styles 
reported by Australian employment service personnel. In particular, as might have been 
expected, female case managers reported seeking social support more frequently than male 
case managers. These data support the general picture that gender differences are consistently 
found in relation to coping strategies used (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1993; Hobfall et al, 1994, 
Ptacek et al, 1992; Reevy & Maslach, 2001). As reported in other studies, females 
demonstrate greater activity in relation to seeking support from others as a coping strategy 
(Etzion & Pines, 1984; Greenglass et al., 1990; Ptacek et al., 1992, 1994; Shinn et al., 1984; 
Skues & Kirby, 1995). Findings from the present study also showed that this effect was 
maintained even after controlling for the influential effect of Neuroticism, a variable which 
has been reported as a potential source of bias in self-reporting on stress and burnout surveys 
(McCrae, 1990; Moyle, 1995; Piedmont, 1993). 
 The subsequent analyses were conducted to investigate whether particular coping styles 
are associated with burnout and whether these associations are influenced by gender. While 
the literature offers support in both directions; that is, that social support and avoidance 
strategies have both been effective in reducing burnout (Etzion & Pines, 1986; Leiter, 1991; 
Long & Gessaroli, 1989) and not effective (Kaufmann & Beehr, 1986), the present study 
found that only one coping strategy, the Escape-Avoidance coping style, was significantly 
related with two core dimensions of burnout, Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalisation. 
High levels of escape-avoidance as a coping behavior were related to high levels of burnout, 
regardless of gender.  Implications 
 There are a number of implications that can be drawn from the current study. It is clear 
that female case managers seek support from others in combating stress and burnout. 
Therefore given the high percentage of female case managers employed in the industry, it 
may be prudent for case manager training to build on this preference by preparing both 
females and males to engage in a range of social support strategies. While the present 
investigation did not demonstrate that seeking support was associated with lower burnout, a 
number of other writers have commented on the relevance of the assistance of others in 
alleviating job stress (Capner & Caltabiano, 1993; Leiter & Maslach, 1988). Within 
Australia, this approach will highlight the potential difficulties faced by case managers who 
are working in rural and remote locations to access social support. However there may be a 
number of strategies developed to address this reality, one of which could be the development 
of peer support networks across neighbouring offices. 
  In relation to the high levels of burnout identified among case managers in Australia 
(Patton & Goddard, 2003), it is imperative that some coping strategies to alleviate burnout are 
developed if this industry is to remain viable. The gender differences identified in the 
preference for social support within this industry suggest that there could be different 
approaches which are relevant and appropriate for females and males. Finally, and perhaps 
most clearly, the present study reinforces the findings of previous researchers from other 
service delivery areas who have concluded that regardless of gender, engaging in escape-
avoidance behavior is associated with higher burnout levels.  
 While limited by its cross-sectional nature (Richard – any other limitations?), this data is 
particularly important as it addresses the area of burnout in employment service workers, an 
area in which there is a particular dearth in the literature. In addition it points to specific 
issues in relation to the gender differences in coping strategies used by employment service 
personnel, and the relationship between burnout and different coping strategies.  
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Table 1 
Summary scores for case manager comparisons across gender for Coping, Burnout and 
Neuroticism, One-way ANOVAs, two-tailed significance. 
            
  
     Female Case Mgrs    Male Case Mgrs       Test of  
          (n = 95)           (n = 50)     Differences 
      M        SD       M         SD    F 
Subscales           
  
  
Coping (WAYS) 
 Confrontive Coping   5.78      3.47    5.48       3.14 
 0.26  
  Distancing    5.67      3.36    5.98       2.71 
 0.31   
  Self-Controlling            10.24      4.08  10.68       4.17 
 0.37  
  Seeking Social Support  8.47      4.16    6.56       4.12 
 6.99**  
  Accepting Responsibility  0.79      0.68    0.94       0.80 
 1.38  
  Escape-Avoidance   5.45      4.68    5.62       4.89 
 0.04  
  Planful Problem Solving           10.12      4.56    8.88       3.58 
 2.77 
  Positive Reappraisal   7.22      4.97    6.60       5.16 
 0.50 
 
Burnout (MBI) 
  Emotional Exhaustion           23.94     11.91  23.68     13.54 
 0.01   
  Depersonalization    8.77       6.80    9.06       7.70 
 0.06 
  Personal Accomplishment           38.17       6.85  36.82       6.75 
 1.30 
 
Personality (EPQ) 
  Neuroticism     5.19       3.21   4.38       3.68 
 1.88 
            
  
Note.  WAYS = Ways of Coping Questionnaire. MBI = Maslach Burnout Inventory. EPQ = 
Eysenck Personality Questionnaire. * p < .05.  ** p < .01. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Table 2 
Pearson Product-Moment Correlations between MBI subscale scores and WAYS subscale 
scores, two-tailed significance. 
              
             MBI Subscales 
        
           EE       DP        PA      
WAYS Subscales            
Female Case Managers         
 Confrontive Coping      .21*     .18       .00   
  Distancing     - .03     .22*       .00 
  Self-Controlling      .19     .27**     .14 
  Seeking Social Support     .29**     .11     - .06  
  Accepting Responsibility     .19     .17     - .25* 
  Escape-Avoidance      .42***   .32**   - .20  
  Planful Problem Solving   - .01     .02       .22* 
  Positive Reappraisal      .00     .04       .07  
Male Case Managers 
  Confrontive Coping    - .05   - .06     - .04  
  Distancing       .03     .09       .17  
  Self-Controlling      .02     .18       .15  
  Seeking Social Support     .10     .06       .02 
  Accepting Responsibility     .14     .08       .09 
  Escape-Avoidance      .46**     .46**   - .12  
  Planful Problem Solving   - .27   - .14       .39** 
  Positive Reappraisal    - .32*   - .20       .24  
              
Note. * p < .05.  ** p < .01. *** p < .001. WAYS = Ways of Coping Questionnaire. MBI = 
Maslach Burnout Inventory.  
 
 
 
 
